The original location of this carefully composed inscription is now unknown, but the poem itself presupposes that it was set up in an isolated, rural place frequented by the cowherds and shepherds to whom it is initially addressed. Indeed, the point of the opening lines depends on the epitaph's explicit recognition of an apparent contradiction between the professions of those who frequent the locale, on the one hand, and the learning expected of its intended readers, on the other. At the same time, however, the use of the second person in the opening apostrophe to υκ λ ι and μηλ ν μ ι, who are thus imagined as being able to read the inscription, implies that in the view of the speaker at least some of the poem's readers will be herdsmen, with the result that the epigram blurs the distinction between the educated traveler "raised in the toils of the Muses" and those shepherds and cowherds who use the road regularly. In emphasizing the learning required of its intended reader, the epitaph offers a nice piece of evidence that some of the values of the "birdcage of the Muses" that was the Alexandrian Museum tran-scended its bounds.
2 Whether the person who composed the epitaph for Aline really believed that herdsmen might be able to read the opening couplet is unknowable, but the author of the epigram presupposes, or at least pretends that few if any would in fact have been able to do so. Thus the address to passing υκ λ ι and μηλ ν μ ι is a conceit whose origins lie less in life than in art, 3 and indeed the world envisioned in the epitaph seems to owe something to what is a fundamental assumption of the bucolic tradition, namely the fiction of an idyllic rural landscape populated by herdsmen well trained in poetry.
One strand of this tradition is obviously to be found in the bucolic poems of Theocritus. But in opening with an address to herdsmen, the composer of the Aline epitaph may also have been influenced by another early Hellenistic poetic form, literary epigrams in which herdsmen and the natural world in which they live play a prominent part. Indeed, the flowering, early in the 3rd century, of epigrams destined for performance or for the written page rather than any actual monument ranks as one of the most interesting and important developments in the literary history of the Hellenistic period. Poets expanded the traditional boundaries of epigram in a variety of ways, incorporating into a form originally designed to mark graves and dedications material from a number of other literary traditions, including both archaic and classical poetry, but also the work of near contemporary writers. It is thus not surprising that already in the 3rd century we find a number of epigrams that incorporate motifs that also appear in Theocritus' poetry. Some of these poems explicitly mention herdsmen (including figures with overtly pastoral names like Daphnis and Thyrsis) or rustic divinities like Pan, Hermes (as protector of crops and the like; e.g. Hermocreon, APlan. 11 = HE 1943 f.), and the Nymphs and objects like the syrinx that were closely associated with them. 4 Others invite
